Higher education attainment goals can serve as a "north star" to guide states' postsecondary policies, investments, and agendas. The extent to which state attainment goals lead to substantive improvements in college-going rates, college graduation rates, postsecondary credential attainment rates, and reductions in labor market skills gaps is as yet unclear. Further, the likelihood a state will meet its attainment goals varies by state and depends on contextual factors that are within and outside the purview of the education sector. In this issue brief, we discuss the motivations, implications, and approaches states are taking to set and achieve their postsecondary attainment goals. At the end of the issue brief, we pose a set of questions that will guide our subsequent research into the value and feasibility of state postsecondary attainment goals.
We gratefully acknowledge the Joyce Foundation for supporting this issue brief.
The State of States' Attainment Goals
In 2009, the Lumina Foundation launched an initiative to increase "the proportion of Americans with high quality degrees, certificates, and other credentials to 60 percent by 2025." 1 This goal was based on workforce projections from the Georgetown Center for Education and the Workforce, and related efforts have been supported by numerous grant-making organizations -including the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, Helios Education Foundation, and Kresge Foundation -and intermediaries -including Complete College America and the Community College Research Center. Also in 2009, the Obama administration publicly called for an increase in the US college graduation rate and challenged higher education leaders to make the US, once again, the besteducated country in the world. 2 To achieve these national aims, Lumina encouraged individual states to set their own attainment goals that aligned with the 60 percent national goal and to outline the strategies and policies needed to achieve those goals. By March 2018, 42 states had set attainment goals, and many of those states formulated strategic plans to achieve those goals. 3 As states' current attainment rates vary, so do their goals. While some states have adopted Lumina's national goal outright, others have customized their goals' thresholds, target populations, and focus credentials.
Figure 1, below, shows the variation in states' current levels of attainment and their corresponding attainment goals. 4 Massachusetts and Colorado have the highest attainment rate when all postsecondary credentials are counted (including, bachelors, associates, and workforce-relevant certificates). States' attainment levels are influenced by several factors, including the net migration patterns of educated persons, so states' goals and approaches to increasing attainment levels naturally vary. As shown below, some states' attainment goals are more ambitious than others -with Oregon's attainment goal of 80 percent far exceeding other states. Goals indicated by a maroon circle are aligned to the Lumina national goal in terms of the age range (25-64) and set of credentials assessed (including certificates). Goals indicated by an orange square are either based on a different age range or are focused on a different set of credentials than the Lumina national goal (the population for these goals also differ from the population used for the attainment data in Figure 1 ). 5 Figure 1 : State-by-State Attainment Rates and Goals While the Lumina Foundation and many other support organizations have coalesced states around a national attainment agenda, states themselves have social, political, and economic reasons to improve the educational outcomes of their residents. Recent research and news headlines have highlighted growing disparities in health, social, and economic outcomes along a range of personal characteristics like income, race, and geographic locale. 6,7 These disparities are often compounded by a changing labor market that increasingly values a high-quality postsecondary credential. The Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates roughly 40 percent of all US jobs will require some postsecondary training by 2024, and that jobs requiring a postsecondary credential will increase much faster than low-skill jobs. 8 Moreover, by 2020, an estimated 65 percent of job vacancies will require educational training beyond high school, suggesting that, over time, all US jobs will increasingly require postsecondary education. In 2017, however, only 43 percent of 25 to 64-year-olds have an associate degree or higher. 9 State policymakers have an economic imperative to respond to changes in the labor market by ensuring state residents have the skills and credentials necessary to get jobs, and that local and regional businesses have an adequate supply of qualified workers. Moreover, the approach must be holistic and focus on improving attainment rates of current undergraduates as well as adults without postsecondary training.
States also have a fiscal responsibility to ensure that they are maximizing their return on investment in postsecondary education and training and not wasting public resources through inefficiencies in the postsecondary pipeline. As of 2014, more than 31 million adults had enrolled in college but left without receiving a degree or certificate. 10, 11 As noted at a 2018 American Enterprise Initiative event, these inefficiencies limit students' opportunity for higher wages and better employment outcomes, and "[create] large private and societal costs: for the individual, in the form of student debt and lost time and, for society, in forgone tax revenue and wasted public subsidies." 12 Yet, striving for an attainment goal can increase these inefficiencies if states overly invest in postsecondary credentials with little long-term labor market value for prospective students. In fact, Maryland eschewed postsecondary certificates altogether and instead set a goal to increase associate and bachelor's degree attainment rates to 55 percent by 2025. Governor Martin O'Malley justified this proposal by noting that high-skilled, highwage jobs will only come to the state if there are sufficient numbers of highly educated workers available. His comments suggest that Maryland's focus on associate and bachelor's degrees, excluding certificates, is based on an estimate of what will be in the best economic interest of the state. 13 Figure 2 shows the changes in attainment rates -as measured by the share of the population aged 25-64 with an associate degree or higher -by state and nationally since 2005. 14 Nationally, between 2005 and 2017, the attainment rate increased by 5.1 percentage points. The potential impact on individuals and society of increasing attainment levels cannot be understated. Yet, determining whether changes in attainment are due to increased opportunity for state residents as a direct result of state interventions or due to external factors unrelated to state actions is difficult. For instance, through targeted investments in new interventions and initiatives, Indiana increased its associate and bachelor's degree attainment rate by 7.8 percentage points between 2005 and 2017, exceeding the national average by more than 2 percentage points. 15 Yet, despite these investments, the attainment rate for younger residents has remained fairly flat because of population growth in that age group. 16 Instead, Indiana's attainment rate growth appears to largely come from older residents who returned to college after the Great Recession limited their labor market opportunities. While attainment gains amongst adult students can have a significant personal, social, and economic impacts, the extent to which those gains are the result of state investments or exogenous factors is difficult to discern. Indiana's attainment progress demonstrates how non-policy-related factors like economic conditions or net migration patterns may obscure the relationship between state policies and interventions and state attainment outcomes. 17 2.0 2.3 2.5 2.7 2.9 3.1 3.1 3.3 3.5 3.6 3.6 3.7 4.5 4.5 4.6 4.7 4.7 4.7 4.8 4.8 5.0 5.0 5.0 5.1 5.1 5.1 5.1 5.1 5.2 5.5 5.6 5.7 5.7 6.1 6.2 6.2 6.3 6.5 6.6 6.6 6.6 6.7 6.8 6.8 6.8 6.8 7. The diversity and size of the typical attainment goal age cohort (e.g., 25-64) can also obscure real gains in attainment amongst more discrete age cohorts; moreover, investments targeted at improving college-going and college attainment for younger students alone will likely have a trivial impact on the attainment rate for the full attainment cohort overall. Thus, to meet their attainment goals, states must differentiate their attainment strategies to accommodate residents at all stages of the attainment age cohort, with significant investments in retraining older workers who need additional skills to thrive in the current labor market.
Despite a public focus on meeting attainment goals and the relative economic urgency of doing so, failing to meet attainment goals may have limited political ramifications for state executives. Regular electoral transitions in states' executive offices may limit any existing political pressures -new governors can easily shift blame to their predecessors -although the economic pressures may persist. Further, attainment goals are inherently low-stakes since there are no explicit consequences attached to failing to meeting them. While these factors may undercut the overall motivation to achieve the goal, they may also decrease the perverse incentives and "gaming" that have plagued other goals-based efforts to improve public education. For example, No Child Left Behind has incentivized states to lower their academic standards while high-stakes testing, more generally, has resulted in "educational triage" practices where relatively high-and low-achieving students receive less attention. 18, 19 Higher stakes may incentivize states to engage in non-optimal behavior like increasing the provision and attainment of low-quality certificates rather than increasing access to and completion of associate or bachelor's degree programs. At the same time, lower stakes may diminish the political will needed to make substantial progress. State executives and legislators, facing budgetary constraints, can disinvest in programs and services designed to increase attainment with few political ramifications.
Despite the complexities of measuring and sustaining progress, stakeholders in states with attainment goals say that the process of setting the goal and outlining the strategies to meet the goal are essential to align resources and mobilize various actors for change. The experiences of these stakeholders and the prevailing wisdom in change management point to a few key activities that are essential to realizing progress: 20,21
• Making the case for the importance of the attainment goal to various constituents through internal and external communications;
• Engaging key stakeholders in supporting and adjacent departments, divisions, and sectors;
• Developing a vision and comprehensive strategies to meet the goal;
• Identifying key interim milestones and regularly evaluating and reporting on progress to the goal.
Making the Case Through Internal and External Communications
A thoughtful and robust communications strategy is an essential tool to ensure buy-in from stakeholders, maintain accountability to the public, and develop and implement effective policies to achieve the postsecondary attainment goal. Pursuing an attainment goal requires collaboration across multiple state agencies and departments and achieving the goal requires public buy-in and participation. State governors and prominent advocacy organizations, therefore, must play a central role in keeping the public engaged in and informed about attainment goal efforts; similarly, state governors and senior administrators must also take an intentional approach to internal communications to the staff of the departments and divisions working on attainment-related policies and programs. These actions raise the visibility and importance of attainment efforts and can generate the accountability, political pressure, and political incentives needed to make meaningful progress.
State governors have employed numerous strategies to convey the importance and urgency of attainment goals to the broader public. Michigan's new leader, Gretchen Whitmer, emphasized the importance of the state's attainment goal -60 percent by 2030 -during her primary and general election campaigns and then used her first "state of the state" address in January 2019 to present her plan for achieving the goal. 22, 23 Other governors have aligned attainment efforts to workforce development plans that stress the economic necessity of increasing the number of individuals with postsecondary credentials. In Alabama, Governor Kay Ivey and former Governor Robert Bentley incorporated both K-12 and higher education attainment goals into the AlabamaWorks! program, which strives to ensure "communities, business, and industry are supported in a collaborative process to build prosperity through the opportunity of meaningful work and a growing economy." 24 Similarly, former Governor Mary Fallin of Oklahoma explicitly linked attainment goals with economic development and the growth of wealth for state residents. 25 Each of these strategies engages and activates voters and puts downward pressure on legislators to support and develop plans to achieve attainment goals.
While the governor often has the largest individual platform in the state, legislatures and advocacy organizations, working collectively, can effectively communicate the importance of an attainment goal to the public and thus create the internal pressure needed to elevate attainment efforts on state policy agendas. 26 For example, as of 2018, North Carolina was one of eight states without a postsecondary attainment goal. Over the last year, the legislature, across party lines, developed an external campaign underscoring the importance of increasing postsecondary attainment. 27 Similarly, advocacy organization, such as Complete College America, have engaged in public campaigns to build support from voters while also directly lobbying state governments and working to draft legislation that will advance attainment goals. 28 These groups advance their agendas through public reports, a robust media strategy, and by developing a deep working knowledge of state governments and their legislative processes. 29
Engaging Key Stakeholders in Supporting and Adjacent Departments, Divisions, and Sectors
Increasing postsecondary attainment is not only the responsibility of a state's colleges and universities; it also requires investments along the entire education and industry pipeline, from pre-kindergarten through college graduation and extending on to adults without postsecondary credentials. In fact, five of the 10 recommended strategies for increasing postsecondary attainment from the College Board's National Commission on Access, Admissions, and Success in Higher Education were focused on improving PK-12 education. 30 And many states are extending these efforts to ensure students and adults can move seamlessly between postsecondary experiences and the labor market.
For example, New Mexico's attainment goal explicitly sets targets for both K-12 and higher education. The state's Route to 66 plan calls for 66 percent of working-age residents to earn a postsecondary credential by 2030. In order to achieve this goal, New Mexico is working to better align K-12 with higher education. As part of its Every Student Succeeds Acts (ESSA) plan, New Mexico set K-12 proficiency targets informed by college and career readiness standards so as to minimize the need for remediation in higher education, a major roadblock for students seeking to complete a postsecondary credential. In future years, the state plans to incorporate college enrollment rates as explicit features of its K-12 accountability framework and fund additional dual credit and Advanced Placement opportunities to smooth the transition between high school and college. 31 To develop these integrated strategies, the state legislature facilitated a series of convenings between state higher education, K-12, and workforce development officials in order to design plans that would improve pathways from high school, through college, to high-skill jobs. 32, 33 Additionally, state leaders engaged community membersincluding parents, teachers, and other state residents -in convenings to solicit input on plans to align educational systems and prepare students for postsecondary training and jobs of the future. 34 Engaging individuals across the K-12 and postsecondary sector facilitated the development of targeted state attainment goals and strategies to achieve these goals.
Attainment goals are intended to help states meet future labor market needs, making collaboration between higher education leaders and local industry leaders essential. As part of its Drive to 55 Alliance, Tennessee developed a cross-agency, public-private partnership co-chaired by Nissan and the Tennessee Chamber of Commerce and Industry, with members from over 50 employers and 12 public colleges or college systems. The Alliance enjoys the strong support of the governor and is a major focus for the state's Board of Education. 35 Increasingly, employers are also partnering directly with post-secondary institutions -the partnership between Starbucks and Arizona State University as one of many recent examples -to provide educational opportunities and training for employees. 36 While these programs mostly exist between institutions and employers, there is potential for larger strategic partnerships between groups of employers and state public education systems. Such partnerships can help younger and older workers, alike, access and afford a quality credential and can help employers retain a more skilled workforce; at scale, these partnerships can help states realize the social, political, and economic benefits of increased educational attainment.
Developing a Coherent Vision and Comprehensive Strategies to Meet the Goal
The theory of action underlying an increase in postsecondary attainment is multifaceted and complex. To make progress to the attainment goal, programmatic and policy improvements must occur within the PK-12 and postsecondary education systems as well as in adjacent governmental departments and external industries. No single policy or program can be a panacea for low postsecondary attainment rates. Rather, states must take a comprehensive and strategic approach to making improvements throughout the entire pipeline from pre-K to career. For example, if high school students are unprepared for college, their ability to earn a credential will be limited.
Rhode Island's plan to increase postsecondary attainment to 70 percent includes targeted and comprehensive strategies to close equity gaps throughout the entire K-12 and postsecondary pipeline. These strategies include reducing Advanced Placement test fees, providing free PSAT and SAT exams during high school, expanding dual and concurrent enrollment programs, reducing textbook costs with the Open Education Resources initiative, proposing the expansion of child care assistance for low-income students, and growing the youth talent pipeline through the Prepare RI initiative. Furthermore, the state introduced the RI Promise Scholarship at the Community College of Rhode Island, promising free tuition for all graduating high school seniors. 37 In addition to efforts targeted at younger residents, Tennessee has explicitly targeted adult learners with its Tennessee Reconnect program which provides free tuition at public community or technical colleges for adults without an associate or bachelor's degree. 38 The University of Memphis has taken a similar institution-level approach to enroll more adult learners in bachelor's degree programs by offering scholarships, providing specialized advising to streamline the degree completion process, and offering credit for free online courses and corporate trainings these adults may have taken during their careers. 39 These programs targeting adult learners are important steps toward achieving "north star" attainment goals.
Identifying Priorities and Key Interim Milestones and Regularly Evaluating and Reporting on Progress to the Goal
In a crowded legislative agenda, attainment goals help legislators negotiate trade-offs when faced with competing legislative priorities and constrained budgets. Likewise, shorter-term, interim goals help maintain political motivation and focus on long-term attainment goals. Priorities and milestones are essential to holding leaders, agencies, and other stakeholders accountable for sustained and meaningful progress. They also create mechanisms to regularly evaluate and report on progress toward the attainment goal, which allows stakeholders to reconvene, assess, and adjust their approaches.
Maryland has a comprehensive strategy to meet its "north star" goal that includes interim goals for its university system and associated colleges and universities. As primary actors in meeting the postsecondary attainment goal, the University System of Maryland (USM), created a ten-year plan that included goals of increased enrollment to 174,000 students and higher retention rates across the system by 2018. 40 Interim goals were also set for individual USM campuses. For example, the Shady Grove and
Hagerstown regional education centers have a goal to increase enrollment by roughly 2,000 students each by 2020. To meet these interim targets, system leaders planned to increase available courses and online offerings. But system leaders acknowledge that increasing enrollment is not sufficient, so they have coupled enrollment growth with augmented student supports in order to increase retention and graduation. 41 These tangible interim steps provide USM leaders the ability to explicitly track progress towards Maryland's 55 percent attainment rate by 2025 as well as discrete checkpoints for policy reevaluation and strategic adjustments.
Conclusion and Remaining Questions
The motivations, implications, and approaches states are taking to set and achieve their postsecondary attainment goals vary widely. The extent to which these attainment goals will actually lead to substantive improvements in postsecondary attainment remains unclear, although some preliminary evidence suggests that many states may have difficulty meeting their goals. 42 In future analyses, Ithaka S+R will explore the policy and programmatic levers states have to accelerate their progress to more definitively understand the feasibility of meeting attainment goals and the investments that would be needed to do so.
As we outline in this paper, regardless of whether the goals are met, setting and working toward attainment goals may still be a worthy endeavor, and we can learn valuable lessons from the approaches of those states that have seen improvements in their outcomes. Below, we outline a set of key questions we intend to explore over the next several months. We believe the answers to these questions can yield valuable insights for higher education leaders, legislators, and policy-makers as they set their attainment policy priorities and evaluate the effectiveness of their attainment strategies.
• What levers can states pull to meet their attainment goals, how do these levers work together to increase attainment, and how do mitigating factors influence their progress and approach (e.g., changes in completion rate, increases in access, in-state migration, aging cohorts, etc.)?
• How have states like Maine, Iowa, Indiana, and others improved their attainment rates over the past decade? • How do attainment goals themselves drive states' behavior and are there risks or perverse incentives that can derail progress or inhibit opportunity?
• What role do state policymakers, institutional leaders, higher education coordinating and governing boards, and advocacy organizations play in designing the strategies to meet states' attainment goals and how does the state governance and political context influence states' approach and progress?
• What are the costs associated with increasing attainment, and what is the early evidence or predictions on the return on investment?
Read our interview with David Tandberg about these and other questions related to states' attainment agendas at http://sr.ithaka.org/blog/an-interview-with-dr-davidtandberg.
